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            Introduction  

The Utah Division of Child and Family Services  (DCFS) is responsible for 
managing child and family welfare programs and services throughout the 
state of Uta h. As the stateɄs child welfare agency, DCFS establishes 
practice standards for programs and services administered by DCFS and 
contract providers, coordinate s the delivery of these services, 
collaborate s with state legislators, and implements and coordinates child 
welfare programs utilizing both state and federal funds . 

DCFSɄs practi ce model and practice standards reflect  its charge to keep 
children safe from abuse and neglect. Following a referral made to Child 
Protective Services (CPS) alleging child abuse or neglect, CPS Intake 
workers determine whether the referral meets the minimum standards 
to be accepted and referred to CPS caseworkers for investigation.  Should 
a CPS case be opened, a determin ation is made based on case findings 
and the level of risk present to the child whether to open a case for 
further services. In most of these cases, interventions and safety 
planning can be provided to allow children to remain safely in their home 
of origi n, while providing families with the skills and community -based 
resources needed to resolve the issues which warranted intervention.  

When a child cannot safely remain in  their home, DCFS provides short -
term foster care, with case activities designed  to prepar e for the childɄs 
return to their original parents or caregivers if  safely possible . It is in the 
best interest for a child in foster care to be placed with a relative 
whenever safely possible. When reunification is not an appropriate goal, 
or if reunification is not successful, then adoption with a safe nurturing 
family, preferably a rela tive, is pursued as the best alternative  to 
reunification. In some cases that safe, nurturing family will be given 
permanent custody or guardianship.  Individualized permanency, or 
preparing the child to live on their own, is pursued only when all other 
alternatives have been exhausted.  

This report examines trends in Utah foster care provided by DCFS, with 
timeframes for each measure selected where comparable and relevant 
data exists . It examines the number of children in care over time, as well 
as the number of children entering foster care according to multiple  
demographics ( assigned sex, race and ethnicity, and age  when entering 
care). Introductory placement settings for foster care are examined, as 
well as foster duration, foster re -entries, and placement stability within 
foster care. Where feasible, census population figures are incorporated 
so that these figures can be understood as a rate compared to the 
representation of that youth group within the state.  Census data reflect   
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population estimates for July 1 of each year, and have been interpolated into January 1 measures by 
averaging with counts for the prior year.  

All primary data (except for Census population figures) have been retrieved from DCFS databases in 
which Division caseworkers have recorded case management and service data. As appropri ate, data is 
aggregated throughout the body of the report, and then reported in full in the Appendices.  

For questions about this report, you may contact the report researcher and writer Dustin Steinacker by 
phone or text at 801 -889-8542, and by e -mail at dsteinacker@utah.gov . The Director of the Utah Division 
of Child and Family Services, Diane Moore, can be contacted by e -mail at dmoore@utah.gov . 

  

mailto:dsteinacker@utah.gov
mailto:dmoore@utah.gov
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Key Findings 
Children in Foster Care  
Following a steep increase  through out  much of the 2000s, the number of children in foster care has kept 
pace with the state Ʉs child population  since, before decreasing to a recent low  in 2019 and 2020. This 
recent stability is driven largely by a modest downward trend in new foster cases opened in the past 
decade, even as UtahɄs child population increases. Consistency in closing cases has also helped to reduce 
the relative prevalence of foster care in the state; in only one year since 2015 ha ve notably more foster 
cases been opened than were closed.  
 
Foster Removals From CPS  
The number of CPS cases initiated within the state has increased or remained steady every year since 
2012, followed by a drop of more than 10% in 2020, the year in which the COVID-19 pandemic began.  The 
percent of CPS cases resulting in a foster removal has remained steady over the past decade  at slightly 
over 4%, with very little variance . 
 
Children Entering Their First Foster Care  
Over the past 24 years , rates  of children entering first foster care have decreased consistently, falling to 
an average at or below 2.0 children per 1,000 in the past decade ( these rates are equitable by assigned 
sex). Meanwhile, the  number of older children entering first foster care has dropped substantially, paired 
with an increase of infants under the age of one entering care.  

First foster entry rates by race and ethnicity show promising trends as first foster entry rates for children 
who are Hispanic  and Black or African  American  have dropped sharply  over time , with several other 
groups seeing downturns as well. However, rates for American Indian and Alaskan Native children have 
remained relatively high , suggesting the need for continued attention to prevention services an d foster 
care alternatives for children of color who may have experienced , or be at risk of experiencing,  abuse or 
neglect.  
 
First Placements  
In the last 20 years, t he number of children first placed in homelike environments for their first foster 
care episode s has increased from about one in four to two -thirds of all children, emphasizing caseworker 
effort to find  home environments early in the process of securing custody, and to seek out viable kin for 
placement. Simultaneously, the proportion of child ren placed in residential treatment , and in institutional 
or correctional  facilities  for their first placements ha s plummeted, from  more than a third of children for 
much of the 2000s  to only 5% of children  for the last decade . However, initial shelter placements  have 
moved  upward over the same timeframe  from 23% to 32% of first placements.  

 
Foster Duration and Timely Exits  
Average foster duration is generally higher for older children entering care , with the longest cases for 
children first entering care between the ages of 11 and 15. Over time, average durations for first foster 
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care increased by several months both for infants under one year of age and for children from age 1 -5. 
Foster durations decreased substantially for children aged 6 -15, which when combined with smaller 
numbers of these clients entering care equates to far fewer days spent in care overall for older children . 
Children over the age of 16 have seen cases lengths increase slightly over time since 2004, but are also 
more likely than other groups to age out of care, making duration of care a less relevant measure for this 
group .  

As average case lengths have fallen, the gap between longer and shorter cases has closed somewhat, with 
slightly fewer cases closing in more than 24 months, and fewer cases closing in under 12 months as well. 
This is associated with a consistent increase in the percentage of cases closing between 12 and 24 
months, from  20% to 40% over time . 
 
Foster Closure Reasons  
The proportion of clients exiting foster care to desirable positive permanency outcomes has increased 
consistently since the early 2000s, from a low four -year average of 81% to a high of 88% for the years 
2017-2020. This is largely the result of more cases closing to a finalized adoption, though the percentage 
of children being reunified with their parents or caretakers has increased modestly as well over the last 
20 years. 
 
Foster Re -entries  
Foster re -entry rates (children re -entering care within 12 months of their release from Division custody) 
have decreased notably from the mid -2000s to the present day  for all clients on average , and generally  
across lines of assigned sex, age, race, and ethnicity . From 2005 -2007, approximately 11% of children 
exiting care re -entered within 12 months; for cases ending in 2017-2019, only 6% re-entered . 

Re-entry rates for children of all age groups at first case end decreased from the earliest years studied. 
Since 2015, however, only children aged 11 -15 saw notably decreased re -entry rates, while most others 
remained steady or increased slightly, and re -entry rates for infa nts increased notably between the years 
of 2018 and 2020.  
 
Foster Placement Stability  
Placement stability (measured by the number of formal setting changes per 1,000 days spent in care for 
all clients) has generally improved over time, from around 4.0 moves per 1,000 days in care for all 
children between 2006 -2008 to 3.4 moves per 1,000 day s in care from 2018 -2020, the lowest rate  
measure d. In terms of race and ethnicity, both Hispanic children of any race and non -Hispanic White 
children also saw improvements in placement stability for the full report range of 2006 through 2020 . 
Most other r acial and ethnic groups saw relative decreases in stability (more disruptions on average) over 
the years studied.  

When limiting to the first 365 days spent in care (a crucial timeframe for gauging early placement 
stability), older children experienced more  placement setting changes overall than younger children, and 
most age groups saw relatively less stability over time ( more placement setting changes on average) when 
discounting the earliest years studied.  
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Foster Care Measures  
Children in Foster Care  
The number of children in foster care  statewide is a simple but important  measure  of the state of UtahɄs 
child welfare system. This measure accounts not only for the prevalence of abuse and neglect 
necessitating foster removal within the state, but for DCFS efforts to provide alternatives to foster care  
where feasible following supported allegations of abuse or neglect . It is also affected by Division efforts to 
ensure  that foster care services are oriented around allowing children to return to their home of origin ɀ
or to another safe, stable, and loving environment when reunification is not appropriate ɀas quickly as 
possible.  

Figure 1  shows the number of children in foster care on the first day of each year from 199 7 to 2020 , and 
includes a smoothed trendline for easier comparisons . To help control for the rising state population over 
the same period , the Utah youth population is also depicted , with the two overlaid at different scales for 
comparison. Counts of children in care trended roughly upward from 2003 to 2011, and despite the rising 
youth population in the state, have trended downward overall since, with recent lows in 2019 and 2020.  
For complete figures, and this data expressed as a population  ratio , see Appendix A. 
 

 Figure  1  Number of children in foster care on January 1 of each year (with trendline) , 1997-2020 

 
A smaller foster care population may be the result of fewer new foster cases initiated, or more existing 
cases closed, or both.  Figure 2 shows the number of new and closed foster cases for the years 1997 -
2020. 

Since 2011, spikes in case closures have largely driven the reduction in overall foster care cases ɀ
particularly in 2018, whe n 332 more cases were closed than were opene d, and in 2020, whe n 208 more 
cases were closed than were opened . For a table of these figures, see Appendix A. 
  


